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Focus on Language Arts

o I'm doing a guy thing. I'm
S renovating my basement. And

being the clever guy that I am,
I'm multitasking. As I pound nails
with my nail gun 'm pondering my
next greatest effort in my comfort-
able, middle-class world of children’s
literature. I'm thinking guy thoughts.

I should do a book about an action

hero with lots of battles and sword
waving. Maybe a lady could be saved
and the guy could get rich! The hero,

of course, would be muscled and
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brave. He would ride off into the
sunset like John Wayne, and the lady
would wave to him as a tear rolled
down her cheek. Now, that’s a book!

For 20 or so years my wife and |
have worked together in the same
house day after day. She’s used to
hearing me explain my next incred-
ible book idea. Her respect for me has
grown over the years. It’s understand-
able—I'm a children’s book hottie.

“I have another great idea for a
story,” I say. I explain the book to my
wife.

She uses one of her favorite pet
names for me. “Knucklehead,” she
says, “did you ever think that it’s
moms who buy the books? That
it’s the girls who really like to read?
Maybe you should consider writing
for the other half—the better half.”

[ ponder my wife’s suggestion as |
finish nailing off the studs. It suddenly
occurs to me to try to tell a story from

both sides of the gender divide. It
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would be so cool. A boy and a girl try
to tell their favorite fairy tale, but they
can’t agree on how the story should be
told. Fanrastic!

I race upstairs to start the project,
but not before I remove the nails that
hold my shoe to the baseboard.

This is how I write. When a good
idea pops into my brain, it forms itself
as the whole shebang. The beginning is
there and so is the end. The middle is a
little muddled but workable.

In the case of Once upon a Cool
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truth is, I can’t
draw “pretty” to
save my life, and
I've never been
good at drawing
muscles (not hard
to believe if you
see me in person).

As I looked over my “dummy
book,” I realized that I could never
draw the pretty princess pictures that
make up the little girl’s vision. For that
matter, [ couldn’t draw the dude pic-
tures either. This book needed to push
the idea of gender differences even fur-
ther. I decided I wanted three illustra-
tors to tell this story: I would draw
the boy and girl characters, and
two others artists would illustrate
their stories. Next I needed to find
a publisher who would agree to
this plan.

Emily Easton, the talented head
of Walker & Company, and I have

oints

Motoreycle Dude, the
package fell together
in the form of an
argument between a
boy and a girl in front
of their class. I closed
my eyes, so to speak,
and imagined the two
kids ralking, fighting, yelling, and
generally disagreeing over how to tell
their favorite fairy tale. For inspira-
tion I thought of my years of mar-
riage, my fights with my sister, and all
the failed relationships I've had with
the “enemy” over the years.

Once I had the kids figured out, I
had to make the story fit the stan-
dard 32-page format of most picture
books. With this task complete, I was
ready to draw the pictures.

I've been drawing since I was a
litele kid. I've come to realize that,
while I'm no slouch at drawing, there
are many folks out there who can
draw a whole lot better than me. The

Book Links May 2006

5)} Kevin OMa[le]

been working together for years.
She respects my brilliance and
nurtures my talent. When I
approached her with my con-
cept, she said, “Knucklehead,
do you realize how much more
1 work this is going to be?” But
we went ahead and started
to look for other illustrators.
Using the Internet, the local
library, and children’s book-
| stores, Emily and I were able
to come up with a list of artists
we thought might work.

We decided we should choose a
woman to illustrate the girl’s story
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and a man for the boy’s part. For

the princess pictures, there were two
schools of thought. They could be
rendered in the Victorian style that’s
popular in fairy tale illustrations, or
they could be illustrated in candy col-
ors, sweeter, with a touch of Disney.
For the little boy’s story we wanted an
aggressive illustrator. Strong colors,
forced angles, and unique perspec-
tives.

After many weeks of searching we
found the very talented Carol Heyer
and Scott Goto. I sent them each
the dummy book I had created and
told them they were free to redesign
my pencil sketches in any way they
wanted. My basic instructions were to
be as over the top with their drawings
as they felt they could go. Scott lives in
Hawaii, and Carol lives in California.
I've never met or even spoken to them,
in person or on the phone. We sent
everything through e-mail and FedEx.
If you're lucky enough to find tal-

ented people to do a job, and you're
able to let them alone to do their
work, you can get really great results,
and that’s what happened with this
project. Over the following weeks
Carol and Scott sent drawings over
the Internet, and every one of them
fit the project to a tee. I'm not kid-
ding. Carol’s drawings captured that
beautiful, romantic world of unicorns
and girls with dopey pointed hats.
Scott’s pictures are full of the energy
of the heroic male, swashbuckling
and seriously guy. You can practically
smell the testosterone. They even
agreed to have their art combined on
the computer in the scenes when the
kids come together to finish the story.
True professionals.

Once upon a Cool Motorcycle Dude
is a hoot, if I do say so myself. I've
heard people reading the story aloud,
and I'm so pleased that it’s so clearly
understood. It’s great fun to listen to a
grown-up read the book to a group of

kids. They interpret the princess just
right, and their “dude voice” cracks
me up.

How we pick books says some-
thing about our gender and our
differences. Why a little boy loves
swordplay, battles, and bulldozers
or why a girl starts to love ponies I
don’t know. But I do know that this
is an idea worth keeping in mind
whether you're choosing books for
kids or for the adult who reads books
before bedtime.

Sampling O’Malley

O’Malley, Kevin. Once upon a Cool
Motorcycle Dude. 1llus. by Scott Goro,
Carol Heyer, and Kevin O’Malley.
2005. 32p. Walker, $16.95 (0-8027-
8947-1). Gr. 2-6.

Kevin O'Malley is exceedingly lucky to be
doing the work he’s doing. He lives with his
long-suffering wife and children in Baltimore,
Maryland.
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